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other end of the e r and sa tellite hook-up, to casinos o n 
Internet connection. ships in Caribbean waters. The M emo to: The guy at the You got Mi chigan attorney gene ral , he said, ha a prob- A d e d • • argued that he has j urisdic ;~;~;,,~:;;;;~" I'm ] U I C a t I ll g ~~~~~i~;o:~~~~ec~~~~~1thi 
I oughta take this way, but w ho's to say? 
mod~:l~1~! - -Human rr '( EJ.- ~ ~--~ - s 
nature being what it is, \ • • 
disputes inevitably ,... 
-
arise- even in the fast 
lanes o f the information h ighway. 
When that happens. it 's time to call in 
the Vi rtual Magistrate. 
That's the v isio n of T imothy C. 
Lei xner ' 63 and a team of Internet 
experts. They've created a p lace o n the 
World Wide Web where on-line dis-
putes can be resolved quickl y. dec i-
s ively and fai rly- and all through the 
mag ic of e-mai 1. 
"Rig ht now. these kinds o f cases 
are_ handled through the courts ." says 
Letxner, who practiced with the 
Buffalo law fi rm Jaeck le, Fle ischmann 
and Mugel LLP fo r more than 20 years 
before moving to Florida in 1987. He 
is now a partner in the 550-lawyer firm 
Ho ll and & Knight LLP. 
·'But that' s s low- a lot of rhinos 0' 
are put on ho ld waiting for a decision. 
It costs a lo t of money. Also. judges 
are generally not very familiar with the 
Net, and you get contradicLOry deci-
sions. What we're hoping to do is have 
accepted the concept of a special body 
that will deal wi th these Net issue!'> on 
a g lobal basis. and the decisions wi ll 
he uniform and accepted on a CT )obal 
h 
. e ast ~ as precedent." 
So. for ex ample. a quest ion of 
copyright infringement may be brought 
to the Virtual Magi~tratc a real per-
son behind the keyboard , tra ined in 
arbitration techn iques and knowledoe-o 
able abou t the law. A newsgroup 
~orum would be set up, everyone 
Involved would argue his s ide in thi s 
~ubl i c arena, and the M agistrate would 
ISsue a dec is ion. Part ic ipants agree in 
advance to ab ide by the dec is ion, 
tho ug h it does no t have the force o f 
law. 
T he Virtua l Magis trate Projec t is 
the brai nch ild of Leixner and his col-
leagues a t the National Cente r fo r 
Automated Informatio n Resea rch. 
Le ixner is board chairman fo r NCA IR. 
an educati o nal fo undation based in 
New York C ity that makes g rants and 
conducts prog rams o n the use of com-
puter techno logy by lawyers and 
accountants. NCA IR is fund ino the 
p ilot project. e 
The project is being tested with 
real cases, and will be evaluated thi s 
year_ to decide whether to ex pand the 
servtc · d · · e an make 1t permane nt. 
. ~he ~roblems go beyond copy-
n oht tnfnnoe d 1· 
. "' . e ment an tbe l accusa-
tions In the notorious ly tetchy 
exchange o f verbiage across the vast 
computer ne twork. Le ixner c ites the 
pr_oblc nl of jurisdiction. as in the case 
of gambler!'> w ho connect. via comput-
The process, Leixner says. is mo n 
like arbi trati o n than a court o f law. 
Indeed , the Ameri can Arbitra tio n 
Association selects the Virtua l 
Magistra tes jointly w ith the 
Cyberspace Law Institute- an entity 
that exists o nly o n the Internet, a 
··thin k tank without the tank:· as its 
home page points o ut - and prov ides 
tra ining in arbitratio n techniq ues. " W e 
don ' t have any power a t this point.' ' he 
says . .. No governme ntal body has 
g ive n us a j urisdi c ti o n as a matter of 
ri g ht. The only way we can be used is 
if the parties agree to use us., . 
Talk about swift j ustice- the p ro-
ject· s goal is to decide most cases 
w ith in 72 hours. 
Complaints wi ll be accepted ei ther 
thro ug h e-mai l or through a fo rm o n 
the Virtual Mag istrate's World W ide 
Web s ite. Internet users, syste m opera-
to rs and others a ffected by network 
messages, post ings and fi les may be 
the source o f complain ts. In itial ly. the 
Virtual Magistrate w il l decide w hether 
it wou ld be reasonable for the system 
operato r to de le te o r otherwise rc!'>trict 
acce::.s to a challenged message. post-
ing or file. 
Some o ther examples of ~u·eas that 
might cause objection:-: mi~appropri a-
tion of trade secrets, fraud , deceptive 
trade practices. inappropriate (obscene, 
lewd or otherwise in violation of sys-
tem rules) material, invasion of privacy 
and other wrongful content. 
Said David Johnson, co-director of 
the Cyberspace Law Institute: "The 
-
-
r-
... 
-
Virtual Magistrate 
Project is not a solu-
tion to all network 
problems. Some 
matters will 
inevitably end up in 
traditional courts. But if the Virtual 
Magi. trate Project can contribute to the 
swift. inexpensi ve and fai r resolution 
of some disputes, then it will be a suc-
cess.'' 
And George Friedman , senio r vice 
president of the American Arbitration 
Asssociation, added : ' 'G iven the 
increasing inaccessibil ity of the court 
syste m and the explosive growth of on-
line technology, it is qui te appropriate 
that an effort would be made to devel-
op a means of resolving disputes sim-
ply and quickly on line. The American 
Arbi tration Associati on is delighted to 
be a founding partner of the Virtual 
Magistrate Project. which will 
undoubtedly pave new ground in 
advanci ng alternative d ispute re o lu-
tion .'' 
The Virtual Maoistrate 0 
Project can be accessed at the 
Villanova Center for 
Information Law and Pol' 
Web page. at 
http ://vmag. law. 
vill.edu . • 
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